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ABSTRACT
Descendants
by
Katie Jessee Sheffield

The photographer discusses the photographs in Descendants, her Master of Fine Arts
thesis exhibition which was held at Tipton Gallery, Johnson City, Tennessee from
October 31, 2016 through November 23, 2016. The exhibit consisted of 19 large format
color photographs. This body of work visually represents the artistʼs interest in those
who participate in Civil War re-enactments.

The historical and contemporary influences discussed are in accordance to Sheffieldʼs
photographs. Historical influences include Matthew Brady, James Abbott McNeill
Whistler, Walker Evans, and Helen Levitt, as well as those of contemporary artists;
Martin Parr, Stacy Kranitz, and Anderson Scott.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

In an effort to fully understand my place in this world it was important to learn
about my ancestors. I investigated my familyʼs past through genealogy records. I knew
intuitively that if I could find information about them it would give me insight into myself.
During my search, I uncovered a tremendous amount of information about my paternal
great-grandfather, and found it increasingly interesting how the American Civil War
affected his life and our family for many years after its end. These discoveries eventually
brought my attention to those who re-enact events from the war.
To reveal this process, I have chosen to study these individuals through the
medium of photography. To become closer to the group I was photographing, I joined a
regiment and became a re-enactor myself. I felt this was the best way to understand
why these individuals act and behave as they do. As I have become closer to my group,
I discovered that many chose to re-enact in order to honor an ancestor. Many of the reenactorsʼ ancestors subsist within them, which allow them to form an idealized vision of
those persons as well as their part in the war. During the events they become the
person they are portraying. This allows them to recreate their family memberʼs persona
and either relive their glory or demise during the war.
My photographs illustrate the re-enactors convoluted perception of the Civil War
and the importance it plays in their desire to unite the past with the present. The events
occurring on mock battlefields rely heavily on nostalgia. I see them as a performance
6

and spectacle that entices a connection from the spectators that attend the events. My
perspective is that of a critical observer. As I study the re-enactors I discovered what
they wanted us to see of our American history.
As a visual artist, it is important to develop a larger understanding in order to
contextualize the creative process as well as the individuals I chose as subjects. While
the enactors try to make them as realistic as possible I speculate on the authenticity of
these living histories. I plan to explore the absurdity of these events and show my point
of view on this subject as I record the world of Civil War re-enactment. It is my hope to
discover something about this group and their interpretation of history.
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CHAPTER 2
HISTORICAL INFLUENCES

The artists that have influenced me the most are those who strike me as having a
thorough knowledge of their subject matter. Portraits are something I am drawn to.
Peopleʼs behavior as someone photographs them fascinates me. For an artist to spend
time to understand the individuals they will be working with give a deeper meaning to
the art. “…the portrait photograph surreptitiously declares itself as the trace of the
person (or personality) before the eye. In an official context, the photograph validates
identity.” (Clarke 2) Often, before I photograph a person, I take time to get to know them
first. By doing so, they are more willing to open themselves up and, in turn, the
photograph shows a more in-depth view of the individual. In other instances I
photograph individuals with an impromptu approach. I think what is happening in a
particular situation helps build the photograph and as a photographer it is my job to
render that ephemeral moment in time.

Mathew Brady
At one time Mathew Brady was thought to have produced most every photograph
during the American Civil War. “He was the stage-manager of the first phase of
photography in America: neither an innovator nor a great artist, not even for most of his
career a practicing photographer, nevertheless he epitomized the entire photographic
enterprise in antebellum America.” (Smith) He employed a corps of photographers
8

during the conflict. Some of the best known were: Alexander Gardner, Timothy
OʼSullivan, George Barnard, and James Gibson. During this period, Brady and his
camera operators employed the use of large wet plate collodion cameras to photograph
the war. This process allowed the photographers to fully document the conflict in a way
never before seen. “The fact that Brady was given credit or took credit for photos
actually taken by his camera operators does not diminish his legacy as a Civil War
photographer and chronicler.” (Nardo and Zeller 30) This allowed him to assemble a
comprehensive photographic record of the war, which consisted of over 30,000 pictures
by the warʼs end in 1865.
Brady worked and lived in close proximity to the individuals he photographed. He
kept close to the camps around the New York and Washington D.C. areas since he
wasnʼt able to travel very far. This gave much of his work a unique perspective and
showed those who viewed his pictures a different aspect of the war. What interests me
about Bradyʼs work is the human element. Nearly all of Bradyʼs photographs were
portraits, either formal studio portraits or of camp life. Bradyʼs pictures of the individuals
involved in the conflict are what conveyed to the country what the Civil War was about
and gave it a face. What I want with my work is for the audience to have a commonality
with the people in the photographs and to share an element of understanding of the
individuals they portray.

9

Fig. 1. Mathew Brady, Camp Scene, c.1863

The photograph of the Federal Camp, taken sometime in 1863 (Fig. 1) is an
example of one of the many ephemeral moments photographed during the war. What
interests me about this picture is the placement of the subjects in the frame. This is not
the usual figure placement for a Brady photograph. He has chosen to arrange these
individuals in a way that was uncommon during that time. His low vantage point places
the viewer at their eyelevel. We are hunkered down in the dirt with them. Their
surroundings are desolate and the figures are isolated from each other. The focus is not
only on the largest subject in the frame, but on the young man in the middle distance
10

looking over the other soldierʼs shoulder as well as the man sitting between two trees on
the left side of the picture. Brady also shows us a few individuals furthest from the
camera and allowed them to be part of the photograph, not just an uninteresting part of
the background. It is uncertain if the group being photographed has been posed or not.
The unknown circumstance of the picture allows us to wonder what the photographer
was trying to depict. Even though the soldiers are in relaxed positions, there is a tension
apparent on their faces and in their posture. This draws my attention to figures in the
background, which seem to be positioned unnaturally. I think Bradyʼs intention was to
get the viewer to look beyond the emptiness of the foreground to what is happening in
the distance. I think this is exactly where Brady wanted us to look, to the forgotten
soldiers. This allows the viewer to see past the obvious and gives a glimpse into the life
of the many unknown individuals that participated in the war.

James Abbott McNeill Whistler
James Abbott McNeill Whistlerʼs painting, Arrangement in Grey and Black: No 1.
Portrait of the Painterʼs Mother, 1871, is one of the most well known portraits of all time.
The painting has belonged to the French government since 1891, and is part of the
Musee dʼOrsayʼs permanent collection. It is one of the most iconic American paintings
not housed in this country. I sometimes draw upon images such as this when I am
photographing people. In this instance, I could visualize Whistlerʼs painting when I came
across the subject in (Fig. 2). While most every American has at one time or another
viewed a copy of the painting, it and many of Whistlerʼs other works are thought to be
11

truly American art, which is not the case. Most of Whistlerʼs art training took place
outside of the United States. Many of his better-known paintings, in particular the
portrait of his mother, were completed while an expatriate in London. “As a result of her
appearance in her sonʼs famous painting, Anna McNeill Whistler became one of the
most recognized North Carolinians in history.” (Russell 5)

Fig. 2. Katie Sheffield, Battle of Swannanoa Gap, Old Fort, North Carolina, 2013

The pose of Whistlerʼs mother radiates her stiff puritan resolve. “In the painting,
the sitter is staring straight ahead, with tight lips, perhaps showing her determination...”
(Russell 6) Whistler never intended for his mother to be the legendary subject that she
12

is. His true intention with the painting was not to make a work about his mother, but to
make a painting with minimal color and a simple composition. He chose a mostly
monochromatic color palate, which accentuates the plain quality of her surroundings,
dress, and expression. The painting is akin to a hand-colored tintype popular at the
time. Although the painting seems to be devoid of color, there is evidence of it mostly on
her face and hands. The small amount of strategically placed color is there to remind us
she is a living being and not a cold uncaring woman, which seems to be the mood of the
painting. This is partially why I choose to have the figures in my photographs be
surrounded by a colorful assortment of individuals, and not devoid of color, like the
barren cold surroundings of Whistlerʼs mother.

Walker Evans
Walker Evansʼ documentary style and depression era pictures are inherently
American, and represent what was paramount in American photography during the early
part of the 20th century. He was ultimately less interested in photography itself than
literature, but Evansʼ concept of the vernacular and the American experience evolved
into a style of photography that is simple and straightforward. Even so, his photographs
spoke volumes about what he saw and gave us an insight into depression era America.
Many of the pictures from his book American Photographs imply an uncertainty about
their meaning. This gives his body of work an open-ended format open to each viewerʼs
interpretation. “The most characteristic single feature of Evansʼ work is its purity, or even
its Puritanism. It is “straight” photography not only in technique but in the rigorous
13

directness of its way of looking.” (Evans, Kirsten 198) This single feature of Evansʼ
photographs is what I have attempted to achieve in my work. His direct relationship with
his subject allows the audience to have a straightforward insight to the individual being
photographed. He leaves it up to us to decide as to the importance of the figure in the
picture. The complexity of the scene is more than a collection of visual elements. Many
of his photographs leave us to determine what the hidden meaning is. I like to
contemplate why these people are in their particular situation, which forces me to
scrutinize why he chose to photograph them in the first place.

Fig. 3. Katie Sheffield, Living History J.E.B. Stuart Birthplace, Ararat, Virginia, 2014

14

Much of Evansʼ work was thought to document unusual individuals and their dayto-day lives. “Within a straight ʻartlessʼ approach, U.S. life could be isolated and
represented. His photographs, many taken with a view camera, referenced the ʻartlessʼ
approach of Brady.” (Rachleff) In Evansʼ portrait of an unknown female figure, Coney
Island Boardwalk, 1929, is an example of that. Using a simple direct approach, he
places the figure in the center of the frame to state her importance. She dominates the
space from top to bottom with her head and feet nearly coming out of the edges of the
frame. The printed fabric on her dress contains the figure as well as transforms it into
part of the busy scene in the distance. Many of Evansʼ photographs show a direct gaze
from the subject, which isnʼt the case here. The absence of the gaze and the fact that
we canʼt see her face gives a mysterious quality to the picture. You donʼt know what she
is looking at, or what expression she may have. This backwards view challenges the
way a portrait is normally presented. The woman in (Fig. 3) has given me insight into a
different way of looking at a subject, as well as a way to add a mystifying quality to the
figure. The woman in Evansʼ portrait appears to be alone and isolated from the people
in front of her. Although her stance is relaxed, her separation from the crowd seems
unnatural. It makes me question why she is alone and not participating in the activities
with the people on the beach. I think the photograph is possibly a metaphor for the
economic disparity and the isolation many Americans felt during that time. This is
Evansʼ “classic vision, one that was distinctly American… one that gives us insight into,
our own moral and economic situation...” (Evans, Kirsten 192)
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Helen Levitt
Helen Levitt was born in Brooklyn, New York in 1913. She dropped out of high
school during her last year to work for J. Florian Mitchell, a commercial portrait
photographer. This decision would be the beginning of her photography career, which
would span more than seven decades. While working as Mitchellʼs assistant she joined
the Film and Photo League. Through the League she met other photographers, many of
whom greatly influenced her. In 1935 she met Henri Cartier-Bresson through mutual
friend Willard Van Dyke. She was very interested in the way Cartier-Bresson used a
small Leica camera to photograph his subjects. She was especially enthralled with the
manner in which he composed his pictures. This so impressed her she began
photographing her subjects in this style with the same type camera he used. Around
1936 she began using a 35mm Leica camera to photograph individuals in her own
neighborhood of Yorkville, New York. Her work was greatly influenced by Walker Evans
whom she met and befriended in 1938. Many times she would accompany him while he
photographed people on the New York subway trains. From him, she learned ways to
compose and crop pictures as well as the use of a right angle finder, which would help
her make photographs without the subjectʼs knowledge. Even more Evansʼ influence
showed her how to control the subjects she photographed. He instilled in her a manner
of seeing that evoked the gaze of the individual in an articulate way. She had an
aesthetic connection to Evansʼ photographs, which formed much of her own work.
The subject matter and composition of Levittʼs photographs seem to come to her
naturally. This allows her pictures to possess layers of meaning. Her sensibility is
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embedded in her photographs in a way that allows us to see her comprehension of the
subject. Levitt illustrated everyday life on the streets of New York in a way previously
unseen. Her empathy for the people she photographed enables us to grasp more than
what the picture shows. Levittʼs photographs show us many subtleties of these peopleʼs
experience as they go through their daily lives. Whether it is adults or children, she
reveals their existence in imaginative ways.
The most significant of her subjects were children, who spent much of their time
playing outdoors in the streets. What interested her most was how the children
interacted with one another during play. “Her acute attention to space and her
receptivity to her subjectsʼ variable, complex and autonomous worlds allowed her to
discern, with great acuity, the phenomenology of play, using the camera as her
instrument of investigation.” (Gand 98) This aspect of Levittʼs work informs my work.
She looks at children and renders them in their environment, the street. She
photographs them at play, as fictional characters that provide a model for how I
photograph children. The street literally became a theatre in which the children could act
out numerous characters for Levittʼs camera. Many times, seemingly invisible, she was
able to render moments that might otherwise have gone unnoticed.
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Fig. 4. Helen Levitt, New York City, c. 1940
Photograph by Helen Levitt. Used by permission.
© Film Documents LLC. All rights reserved.
Costumed children are an important part in my own work. I tend to seek them out to
photograph. It is an interesting problem to attempt to understand why adults find it
necessary to push their children into portraying adult characters in their mock war. In
Levittʼs photograph of three children standing in a doorway wearing masks, (Fig. 4) she
has given us a small glimpse into the secret life of these children. As they embark on
their fantasy we can only speculate what the occasion may be or what plans they may
have. “From the doorway they study the secrets of the street before embarking on their
night of adventure.” (Phillips, Hambourg, Langer 36) Levitt found her photographs of
costumed children linked loosely to her fascination with surrealism. Their disguises add
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an element of mystery to the photograph. They seem to be getting ready for a
performance while the doorway serves as their stage. The ambiguity of the picture is an
analogy for the city and the mysteries that surround it. They are positioned just on the
verge of home and the unknown of the street. They are preparing to place themselves
into the unfamiliar, away from the safety and security that lies just behind them.
Levittʼs photographs draw us into a world of mystery. She transforms an
unfolding episode into a narrative fiction. Through her eyes we accept the hidden truth
and the revelation of what could be in the picture. Her photographs reveal to us the
essence of the individuals as well as the potential for greater meaning. I want to have a
similar awareness of the surroundings and the individuals I choose to photograph. She
had an imaginative understanding of people that came through in her work. I strive to
visualize the world as she saw it. I want to depict the group I photograph in a way that
describes each individual and with an understanding of the character they play and with
the mediumʼs capability of transformation.
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CHAPTER 3
CONTEMPORARY INFLUENCES

The influences by this group of present day photographers on my own work
comes from the similarities between their work and my own. Each of them has a distinct
way of dealing with the subject and an interpretation of the vernacular. My hope is that I
have taken something from each of them and used it in my own work. A photograph can
have a strong association to what is real as well as be a great deception and a fictional
invention. It is my goal to render the subject of the enactors in a way that will inform the
viewer about this group of individuals and show the bizarre nature of these events. The
understanding of my pictures will be largely left to the viewer. I want people to
experience this body of work and perhaps to view these individuals as I do with respect
as well as with humor.

Martin Parr
Martin Parrʼs photographs are amusing and entertaining as he exaggerates the
ordinary behavior of the individuals he chooses. “…He examines national characteristics
and international phenomena to find out how valid they are as symbols that will help
future generations to understand our cultural peculiarities.” (Weski, para. 3) In doing so
he has created his own view of society and shows us the world with his unique
documentary style. Parr says he likes ordinary people and enjoys the banal. When
20

photographing many of his subjects he attempts to exaggerate reality. He works in a
deliberate manner but doesnʼt feel that he objectifies the individual. I can appreciate the
candid way he photographs a person. His open-minded approach allows him to observe
the absurdity in everyday life. I have found his example to be enlightening in my own
pursuit to photograph Civil War re-enactors. It has allowed me to look at them with my
own point of view, which I hope will speak to others when they see the images.

Fig. 5. Katie Sheffield, Awarding of the Confederate Medal of Honor,
Pearisburg, Virginia, 2015

21

Parr states, “My initial target is to create an entertaining picture, which may or
may not have some kind of subtlety and some kind of message.” (Ryan 59)
His image of a group of onlookers in, Lord Mayors Parade, 2013, shows a collection of
individuals as they are waiting for a parade procession to pass by. It is unclear to me
whether they are waiting for the spectacle to begin or if has already passed. The
expressions on their faces are somewhat hard to read. The flags they hold are drooped
and their postures seem tired. Parr shows this group of individuals on a rainy day and
their enthusiasm for the event seems to match the weather. The man closest to the right
side of the frame has a look of disgust on his face. The manʼs one eye is protruding
from underneath the hood of his jacket, which gives a small amount of insight into this
individual. Iʼm not sure if heʼs trying to avoid the rain or if his head is hanging down in
apathy. His slumped posture and pursed lips lead me to believe he is agitated by the
wait. His wristwatch represents the time he has wasted waiting in the rain. The others
directly behind him seem to be waiting in anticipation for the event to begin while most
of the other spectators are faceless expressionless figures Parr has chosen to leave
unidentified. In this picture I feel Parr is trying to convey the way we as a society waste
our time waiting for something better to come along.

Stacy Kranitz
Much of Stacy Kranitzʼs photography focuses on the hostility and the every day
practices of her subjects. She seeks out the aggressive nature of those she
photographs and delves into the leisure activities where their violent tendencies are
22

acted out. Her project, Target Unknown, deals with Nazi re-enactors playing characters
that participated in the Battle of the Bulge during World War II Germany. Many of the
individuals she photographs base their characters and look on Leni Riefenstahlʼs film
Triumph of the Will. Krantiz portrays Riefenstahl during the re-enactments to give
herself a unique perspective on the filmmakerʼs life. Her reason for portraying
Riefenstahl during the re-enactment: “I am interested in violence. I did not go to this
event to humanize these people or validate what they do. I came to explore how
violence is part of our hobbies and pastimes. For me this story is about the nuances in
between good and evil. Itʼs why Leni fits so well in the project.” (Meyers) This is
especially important to her because it consciously addresses her Jewish heritage.
For her, this body of work has become a personal narrative. What interests me
about her photographs is her willingness to participate in the drama and not pursue the
project as an outside observer. It is admirable that Kranitz has taken her work to this
level of commitment. By becoming Riefenstahl she put herself into the work and by
representing this individual, she is presenting reality as fantasy. Iʼve taken my work to a
similar level and have become part of the group I photograph. This gives my pictures a
genuineness that might only be achieved by being an insider. Kranitzʼs portrayal of
Riefenstahl is the key to her success with the project. “During these reenactments”, she
said, “I portray Leni Riefenstahl and behave with soldiers, as she would have. This
experience allows me to reflect upon atrocity, delve into my own relationship with my
Jewish heritage, and contemplate the camera's ability to re-imagine history.” (Kranitz)
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Fig. 6. Stacy Kranitz, Hitler Youth, 2011

Fig. 7. Katie Sheffield, Living
History Ft. Dickerson,
Knoxville, Tennessee 2013

Kranitzʼs picture of the child standing in a room beside the photograph of Adolf
Hitler (Fig. 6) is quite disturbing due to the boyʼs placement in this situation. The way
she has put him into the space, alone in a room with the photograph of Hitler, gives the
picture an uncomfortable feeling. It makes me aware of how strongly historically based
images can affect the viewer. The psychological effect it has on the audience is
unnatural at best. The fact that the child has been dressed up and placed in a room
containing these objects is unsettling. I believe Kranitz is trying to have us relate to the
boy on his level. His loneliness and isolation as well as the way he is being manipulated
by adults. His expression and direct gaze pulls us into his situation, which is not that of
a child. I feel this picture is contentious and attracts the audience in a way the
photographer intended.
24

The photographs I make will have the potential to shape the opinions of my
audience as well. I have chosen in some instances to isolate my subject but not in the
extreme way Kranitz has done in (Fig. 6). “She makes the spectacle of engagement
vibrant and celebrates the distortion and exaggeration of the camera as a tool. She also
utilizes the complicity and direct gaze of the subject to illuminate personal spectatorship,
pointing a finger at the viewerʼs biases and desires.” (Fowler) Kranitzʼs revisualization of
the subject challenges us to reevaluate our perception of the individual. She forces the
viewer to see “her ideals” through her handling of the subject matter, and by doing so
she has shaped the way people think about the re-enactment world.

Anderson Scott
Whistling Dixie is a series of photographs published in 2011 by photographer Anderson
Scott. He photographs American Civil War re-enactors, and their interactions with the
people who they encounter during these events. Scottʼs work has the capability to
influence our perception of history more due to the characters than to the accurate
portrayal of historical events surrounding the War Between the States. Scott feels the
project is ironic due to the fact that the 150th anniversary of the beginning of the Civil
War is taking place during the term of the first black U.S. president. His vision
encompasses the irony of the re-enactment events as well as those who participate in
them. He sees these events related to the Civil War as an impassioned observer.
Anderson Scott has influenced my work tremendously, in some ways due to the nature
of the subject, but mostly because of the ironic treatment of the subject matter.
25

“Historical re-enactment has a slippery connection to history and the participants
in these simulacra of times past dress themselves in the right clothing and obsess on all
the details of the past as they create a persona that at a glance we might think we are
seeing into the past. Their attempt to portray times past is no more accurate than the
achievement of the photograph as it appears to report the appearance of the world.”
(Benson) The way Scott handles his subject proves that these individuals are nothing
more than people dressing up and pretending to be someone else. Although I didnʼt
know about this body of work at the time I began my project, I feel a kinship to Scottʼs
photographs. His pictures have been an inspiration to my own work due to the way he
portrays the people in his pictures and shows another side to them and to the
characterʼs they play.

Fig. 8. Anderson Scott, Clinton, GA, 2011

Fig. 9. Katie Sheffield, Battle of
Middle Creek, Prestonsburg,
Kentucky, 2015
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Scottʼs photograph (Fig. 8) of a re-enactment in, Clinton, GA, shows the
involvement of the audience, which is typical with most all of these events. He has
placed the figure centrally in the frame so the child is the focal point rather than the
enactors who are also centered in the background. The child is mimicking the behavior
he sees with aspirations to become like the soldiers he is watching. The duality present
not only provides the viewer with a rendition of the truth but also imparts an element of
untruth that only a photograph can provide. The boy has a strong association to what is
not real and his perception of the event is convoluted. The observers of these events
are pulled into this world of make believe. Scott sees them as a phony spectacle that
draws the spectators into a war that is something other than the Civil War. My
observation of the spectacle leads me to believe the audience is drawn into these
events in a way that is paradoxical to the reality of the present day.
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CHAPTER 4
DESCENDANTS

The following photographs came about due to my interest in Civil War reenactors. It became apparent after becoming closer to my re-enactment group that
many of them have an inherent obsession with the past. Most all of these men and
women feel nostalgic about that time period especially concerning their ancestors. While
photographing these people it perplexed me why they take their character portrayals so
seriously. It has been difficult for me to understand why they feel it necessary to
transform themselves into these long deceased individuals. I have chosen to look at
them in both an objective and personal manner and show the idiosyncrasies they share.
I believe by scrutinizing the events with my camera I have been able to describe both an
ephemeral moment and my subjectsʼ preoccupation with the past.

Fig. 10. Katie Sheffield, Living History Ft. Dickerson, Knoxville, Tennessee, 2013
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The image in (Fig. 9) is a couple portraying Abraham and Mary Todd Lincoln.
They are dressed the part but their surroundings quickly put them into the current
century. Their dress simulates the 1860ʼs while Maryʼs expression does not quite match
the time they are attempting to portray. The mock president sits in a regal manner while
his wife appears to be less than thrilled by her current situation. The importance of the
characters is diminished by the way they are being ignored by those surrounding them.
The spectators donʼt seem to notice the couple as they are engaged in their own
conversations.
By the placement of the lensʼ position, the spectators protrude into Maryʼs space
leaving only her parasol to shield her from their presence. The closeness of those
behind, as a result of the two-dimensional rendering of the lens, may explain her
uncomfortable looking expression. The woman directly to her right wears the American
flag on her shirt. This may just be a symbol to the wearer but is representational of the
union Lincoln fought to hold together. I chose to photograph the couple from a low
vantage point to accentuate the scale of the figures and the enactorʼs larger-than-life
personas. The two of them gaze into the distance but fail to engage the viewer directly.
The most significant aspect of this picture is the placement of Abe and Mary in relation
to the spectators. Their relationship relates to the overt significance of the actors and
the parts they play. The placement of the figures in the frame flattens the foreground
and background condensing the separation between the subjects. I see the iconic pair
as the personification of the re-enactment world as I try to merge this group and those
that attend these events.
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Fig. 11. Katie Sheffield, Battle of the Wilderness, Spotsylvania Courthouse,
Virginia, 2014

The groups of re-enactors in (Fig. 11) are positioned randomly throughout the
frame. The low vantage point describes the figures lying on the ground in a way that
accentuates their strained body postures. The men are faceless and nameless
individuals just like those they portray including the fragmented figures of the men on
the right side of the frame. All that I chose to show of these individuals is a partial view
of their bodies leaving the remainder unseen. The exception to this is the one man
looking down upon the two lying on the ground. He looks at them with a discerning eye
but with an unknown intent. The most interesting part of this picture is the man and
woman in the upper left corner of the frame. Their behavior is questionable at best. It is
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unsure to us what is transpiring between them. Although we canʼt be sure what may be
happening the womanʼs posture suggests that something intimate is happening. There
is some tension between the subjects but itʼs not so prevalent in their gestures that itʼs
alarming. The womanʼs stance is full of suggestion leading the viewer to wonder what
character she plays. This photographʼs interest lies in the relationship between the two.
The lack of physical space created by the camera position envelops the couple drawing
attention away from other subjects in the picture.

Fig. 12. Katie Sheffield, Awarding of the Confederate Medal of Honor, Pearisburg,
Virginia, 2015
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The straightforward approach I took when photographing (Fig. 12) was an
intuitive one. These individuals were unusual subjects at most re-enactment events.
They called themselves “mechanized cavalry” wearing modern day clothes and riding
motorcycles. The men were waiting to proceed in a parade honoring a fallen
confederate soldier. As they lined up they positioned themselves in straight lines. I
decided to stand diagonally to them to have the bikes and riders layer one another. The
two seemed inseparable to me as I viewed the event. This vantage point best describes
the chaos of the moment before they rode away. Their flags intersect with their bodies,
as do the motorcycles. The confusion of the moment is embedded in the picture,
particularly with the subject nearest the front of the frame. The exact placement of the
lens renders the handlebar of his motorcycle as part of his head and nearly replaced his
face. The traditional re-enactors in the background fill up much of the space with their
flags and confederate regalia. The prominence of the flags in the photograph especially
those that lay diagonally across the right of the picture protrude into the viewers field of
vision and separate the lone rider as well as emphasize the spirit of the event.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION

“Re-enactors use elements of history, the document and objects from the past, in
order to present Americans with an interpretation of their collective memory. By keeping
this history alive through the enactment… of the Civil War, re-enactors ensure that a
specific narrative of the past continues...” (Bowen p. 135,137) When I began this project
I was under the assumption that a re-enactors aim was to recreate history through the
memory of their ancestors. I believe, as a photographer, it is up to me to draw my own
conclusions about this group of individuals and present what I have discovered through
my time as one of them. Using a camera to accomplish this I have looked at the people
involved in this world with a discerning eye.
With this body of work I have tried to view my subjects in an objective way and
have struggled at times to show these individuals in a manner that defines them as well
as the characters they play. It has been my goal for the viewer to draw his or her own
conclusion about the subject. I have come to the conclusion that I still donʼt completely
understand why these individuals have a fascination, and at times, a convoluted need to
involve themselves in an interpretation of this time period in our history.
Through this journey I have used the medium of photography to explore these
people in hopes of having a better understanding of them than I did at the beginning of
this project. I feel this project has allowed me to bring forth an amusing side to the
characters the re-enactors play. Many of them see the re-enactments as a way of life,
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which they feel allows them the freedom to present their own personal interpretation of
history while demonstrating the pride they have in being the descendants of those who
lived and died during the Civil War.
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